For an overview which takes in fourteenth-and fifteenth-century developments and offers relatively up-to-date bibliography, see my "'Inheritance of the Fathers': Aspects of Isaac Abarbanel's Stance Towards Tradition," (ph. D. diss., Harvard University, 1993), pp. 124-50. Rabbinic legal interpretations of Scripture (mid,.ash halakhah) also posed challenges to medieval scholars but largely of a different sort. See Jay M. Harris, How Do IlVe Know This? Mid,.ash challenge which, more than their non-eschatological counterparts, messianic midrashim and aggadot posed to medieval thinkers was the difficulty of eliciting from them a unified and coherent rabbinic stance towards crucial questions concerning the "hm:v," "when" and "why" of Israel's redemption. In the words of Ephraim E. Urbach:
[P]ossibly in this sphere, more than in regard to any other theme, there is evident the independent approach of the Sages, which finds expression in a variety of views and conceptions. At times this diversity exceeds the standards of normal differences of opinion and reaches down to fundaments. It is not confined to divergences within the framework of the generally accepted system of concepts, but reaches antitheses that imply the complete negation of one doctrine by the other. Needless to say there are also not wanting intermediate and harmonizing attitudes. 4
Efforts by medieval Jews to interpret rabbinic messianic sayings must be understood within several contexts, then, the most important being the diverse and manifold forces that generally shaped interest in and approaches to rabbinic Judaism's nonlegal legacy in different times, places, and schools; the specific exegetical, theological, and eschatological teachings of individual scholars, and, at times, the immediate (or remote) historical circumstances in which interpretations of these sayings were undertaken.
The following essay traces the fate of an especially enigmatic messianic aggadah in late medieval Spain in order to illustrate the potential complexity of medieval interpretation of rabbinic texts. The number of Hispano-Jewish writers who, from the mid-thirteenth through early sixteenth centuries, grappled witL"J. the assertion of the Palestinian amora R. Hillel that "Israel has no Messiah because they have already consumed him in the days of Hezekiah"5 is striking in and of itself. More so is the great variety of literary and intellectual settings and, sometimes, drastically altered historical circumstances in which they did so. In consequence of this variety, a survey of some late medieval Spanish re-presentations and interpretations of R. Hillel's dictum brings into sharp relief both the complexity of the operations of interpretation performed on this dictum and the heterogeneity of the conclusions which it inspired or was adduced to support. This survey also confers other Ha-tenu'ot ha-meshi¢!Jyot be:Jisra'el (1956; reprint, Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1987) , p. 10.
s Sanhedrin 99a: en /ahem mashi'a¢ k:Jisra'el lei khevar a¢eluhu bi-yemei ijizkiyah. For variations on the dictum as it appears at Sanhedrin 98b, see Raphael Nathan Rabinowitz, Sefer dikdukei soferim (1867-96; reprint, Jerusalem, 1960) , 9:294. But the text at 99a has not, it would seem, undergone alteration (see ibid., p. 295, where no variants are given; c£ Saperstein, Decoding, p. 248 n. 125). For an inttiguing suggestion concerning the original purport of the strange locution "consumed him" ("it may involve a mocking reference to the eucharist''), see Morton Smith, "Messiahs: Robbers, Jurists, Prophets, and Magicians;' in Essential Papers on Messianic Movements and Personalities in Jewish History, ed. Marc Saperstein (New York: New York University Press, 1992), p. 74. Cpo for an earlier suggestion of "probable" anti-Christian animus underlying this saying, Wilhelm Bacher, Die Agada der paliisteinensischen Amoriier (Strassburg: Karl Triiber, 1892-99), 3:704 n. 1. On Hezekiah as symbol of a potential or actual messianic figure in rabbinic literature, see Silver, Messianic SpeCtilation, pp. 13-14.
